Abstract
Introduction and Theoretical Framework
The agricultural education program has three integral, intra-curricular components: classroom/laboratory instruction, experiential learning through supervised experiences, and FFA (Dailey, Conroy, & ShelleyTolbert, 2001 ). The FFA is the youth organization component for students studying agriculture in public secondary schools. The main tenets of the FFA are found in the organization's mission: "FFA makes a positive difference i n the lives of students by developing their potential for premier leadership, personal growth, and career success through agricultural education" (National FFA Organization, 2000, p. 6) . Staller (2001) postulated that, of the three components of the agric ultural education program, the FFA is the more intense for strength of learning on life skills.
Active membership in FFA is open to all students enrolled in a secondary agricultural education program (National FFA Organization, 2000) .
However, total membership inconsistent with total students enrolled in agricultural education has confounded those closely associated with the National FFA Organization. Of an estimated 800,000 agricultural education students, only about 450,000 receive educational benefits as members of the FFA (Stagg & Staller, 1999) . Secondary agricultural education teachers have long perceived the benefits of membership in the National FFA Organization for their students. However, concern exists for the lack of perceived benefits of FFA membership for many of the students enrolled in agricultural education. Renewed discussions concerning the need for FFA and agricultural education have taken center stage in Volumes 71 and 72 of The Agricultural Education Magazine where questions were posed to clarify the need for public school agricultural education and the FFA in the 21 st century. Because of the perceived benefits of FFA membership, involvement theory is the theoretical framework for this study. Astin (1984) theorized that involvement in activities, especially those closely associated with academic outcomes, enhances achievement. In a later study, Astin (1993) looked at college undergraduates and found that involvement enhanced both academic and personal development. Although conducted on the collegiate level, the involvement theory translates to the secondary education level as well. Brown and Theobald (1998) stated that involvement in extracurricular or cocurricular activities can strengthen connections across learning environments. They cited literature throughout the 20 th century praising the benefits of extracurricular activities especially in fostering citizenship, moral development, academic development, and community involvement.
Brown and Theobald emphasized that these activities may have the most benefit for students who are disengaged from regular classroom instruction. In fact, they implored that extracurricular activities involve all students in order to break down barriers among adolescents.
Conceptual Framework
Studies published in the 1990s identified factors influencing students to enroll in agricultural education courses. Marshall, Herring, and Briers (1992) found that students enrolled in agricultural education because of characteristics of the class. Reis and Kahler (1997) found that parents, the agriculture teacher, friends, and former agricultural education students were the most influential people for enrollment decisions. Hoover and Scanlon (1991) determined that the image of agricultural education, t he FFA, and the agriculture profession in general were the greatest barriers for students not enrolling in agricultural education.
Research findings also lead to conclusions explaining why some agricultural education students join the National FFA Organization and others do not. Connors, Moore, and Elliot (1990) found that the most important factor influencing non-members to join the organization was their interest in agriculture, while the barriers for agricultural education students not joining FFA included their level of interest in agriculture and the future value of the FFA to their career. Gliem and Gliem (1999) reported that class rank, year first enrolled in FFA, interest in agriculture, former family membership in FFA, teacher enthusiasm for FFA, and including FFA activities as part of the classroom instruction were significant predictors for whether a student would be an FFA member or nonmember. Croom and Flowers (2000) found that for first-year North Carolina agricultural education students the perceived image of the FFA in their school, whether positive or negative, influenced the student's decision to join the FFA. Gliem and Gliem (2000) using exploratory factor analysis and a national purposive sample developed models for factors that encouraged, discouraged, or would encourage students to join the FFA. For students who joined the FFA a threefactor model of perceived personal development opportunities, positive image of the FFA, and family members who were former FFA members explained the motivating factors for joining. A four-factor model of negative image of the FFA, perceived lack of value of the FFA, time commitment of the FFA, and knowledge of the FFA explained the motivating factors for not joining. A five-factor model including providing knowledge about the FFA, placing less emphasis on farming, and relating FFA experiences with getting a good job explained the motivating factors for students who would consider joining the FFA.
As a means of promoting the FFA mission, the National F FA Organization encourages cooperation and cooperative attitudes among all people, and seeks to encourage its members to excel in the classroom through encouraging excellence in scholarship (National FFA Organization, 2000) .
Lockaby (1998) concluded that within the agricultural education model, the FFA is the most appropriate tool for teaching values and attitudes to agricultural education students.
The National FFA Organization has an extensive awards program designed to encourage member growth in leadership, skill development, and responsibility. The FFA provides young people the opportunity to do something worthwhile, to excel in what they do, to receive appreciation for what they do, to be given responsibility, and to learn to be self-sufficient (Phipps & Osborne, 1988) . Keith (1998) revealed that the type of competition youth organizations offer is beneficial to students as well as their families.
Furthermore, agricultural educators are encouraged to link FFA leadership activities, award programs, and competitive events to high quality agricultural education curriculum (A Guide to Local Program Success, 1998) .
Purpose/Objectives
Although previous studies have explored why students enroll in agricultural education classes and why they join the FFA, little has been published in the literature about how involved students are once they join the FFA. The purpose of this study was to determine the degree of engagement of agricultural education students in the FFA, their agricultural education courses, t heir high school courses, and agriculture. A secondary purpose was to further explore why students enroll in agricultural education and why they join the FFA. Specific objectives were: 
Methodology
This was a descriptive, comparative study; therefore, self-administered mailed questionnaires were utilized to obtain data for analysis. Two similar questionnaires, developed by the researchers, were used for the samples of FFA members and nonmembers. Procedures as specified by the University Human Subjects Office for anonymity and confidentiality of research subjects were followed.
The Dillman method (Dillman, 1978; Salant & Dillman, 1994) for enhancing mailed questionnaire response rate was followed. Face and content validity were established using input from agricultural education professionals at Purdue University and the National FFA Center in Indianapolis, Indiana. Both questionnaires were pilot tested in an agricultural education class that was not a part of the study. The researchers made modifications to wording for clarity and understanding based on feedback from the pilot test.
The data were analyzed using SPSS for Windows.
Descriptive statistics used included mean, standard deviation, frequency, range, and percentage. Crosstabs analysis using Chi-Square was used to determine statistically significant differences for FFA members and non-members on all nominal variables. Multivariate ANOVA was used to determine statistically significant differences for FFA members and non-members on all interval variables. A significance level of .05 was set a priori.
The FFA member questionna ire mailing consisted of an eight-page letter-sized booklet, a cover letter signed by 1998-99 National FFA President Lisa Ahrens and the two researchers, and a self-addressed postage-paid return envelope. The mailing to FFA members began in November of 1999. A stratified random sample of 125 FFA members from each of the four regions of the National FFA Organization to include members in rural, suburban and urban FFA chapters was identified to ensure proportional representation. The population was the 451,997 FFA members in the National FFA Organization in 1999. The sampling frame was the mailing list for the FFA New Horizons Magazine. The sample size of 500 was chosen to allow for an appropriate useable return rate after accounting for non-deliverable mailings and non-FFA recipients of the magazine who were a part of the database.
Follow-up reminders and additional questionnaires were mailed at two-week intervals. In January 2000 data collection was to have stopped according to the Dillman method; however, the response rate was less than 50%. Therefore, an additional packet containing a cover letter, another questionnaire, a postage-paid return envelope, and a small gift was mailed to all non-respondents. Two weeks later a final response request was mailed out to all remaining non-respondents.
The FFA member portion of the study had a useable response rate of 52%.
Of the 500 questionnaires mailed out 221 useable responses were received, 71 were classified as unusable responses, and 208 as nonrespondents. Because of the low response rate after three mailings (39%), the responses were divided into early (those who responded to the initial data collection mailings, n=119) and late (those who responded to the additional data collection mailing, n=56) (Miller & Smith, 1983) . ANOVA or Chi-Square was conducted on key questions to determine if any statistical differences existed between early and late respondents. Of the 13 selected variables for comparison, only two were statistically significant at the .05 level.
The non-member questionnaire also consisted of an eight-page letter-sized booklet. Because no sampling frame existed for agricultural education students nationwide, cluster sampling using the secondary agricultural education program as the unit was used. A cluster sample of 40 secondary agricultural education programs, stratified by region, was randomly selected to receive 12 or 13 questionnaires each to be administered to agricultural education students in their classes who were not FFA members. There is a potential for selection bias using this method as the researchers cannot be certain that teachers randomly selected participants. The sampling frame of the Agricultural Education programs was obtained from the National FFA Organization's database of FFA advisors/agricultural educators. This resulted in a sample size of 500 nonmembers to match the sample size of FFA members.
The return label on the reply envelope was coded to facilitate follow-up mailings. On October 29, 1999 a packet containing a cover letter signed by 1998-99 National FFA President Lisa Ahrens and the two researchers; 12 or 13 questionnaires, and a self-addressed, postage-paid return envelope was mailed to the 40 agricultural education programs. Two weeks after the initial mailing a letter was mailed to each teacher of a non-respondent program asking them to complete and return the questionnaires. During the week of January 4, 2000 the researchers telephoned all remaining nonrespondents. Telephone follow-ups, with additional packets mailed in some cases, continued from January 4, 2000 through April 28, 2000. The non-member portion of the study had a useable response rate of 63%. Of the 500 in the sample 220 useable responses were received, 150 were classified as unusable responses, and 130 were nonrespondents.
Findings
All four of the demographic variables showed statistically significant differences between FFA members and non-members (See Table 1 ). Two-thirds of FFA members reported they had a parent and/or sibling who had been in agricultural education, FFA, or 4-H whereas less than one-third of non-members reported a family member with previous agricultural education or 4-H experience. A greater percentage of FFA members reported they lived on a farm, whereas a greater percentage of nonmembers reported living in a city. Almost one-half of FFA members were current or former 4-H members, whereas almost onefourth of non-members were current or former 4-H members. Two-thirds of FFA members and two-fifths of non-members reported they currently had a Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE). Members of the FFA and non-members were asked to rate their perception of the importance of high school courses (See Table 2 ).
There were no statistically significant differences between the two groups for 14 of the 17 listed courses.
Members of the FFA had a statistically significant higher mean than non-members for agricultural education and history/social studies. Non-members had a statistically significant higher mean than FFA members for health/sex education. a 1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Important, 4 = Very Important *Statistically significant at the p < .05 set a priori Members of the FFA and non-members were asked their attitudes regarding their agricultural education classes (See Table 3 ). Members of the FFA had statistically significant higher means than non-members for all five questions. Members of the FFA were in greater agreement than nonmembers that their agriculture classes were preparing them for the future, challenging, interesting, exciting, and accepting of open discussion. Non-members disagreed that their agriculture classes were challenging. .78 a 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree *Statistically significant at the p < .05 set a priori Members of the FFA and non-members were asked through an open-ended question "What or who influenced you to enroll in agricultural education classes" (See Table  4 ). There were no statistically significant differences between the two groups for any of the categories. Both groups had the greatest percentage of respondents answer that "Self" was the reason for enrolling. The category of "Other" included responses such as "guidance counselor placed me in the class," "no other class fit my schedule," and "a teacher other than my agriculture teacher." Other family 6 2.9 4 2.1 a Self-reported and converted by the researchers to categories. *Statistically significant at the p < .05 set a priori Members of the FFA were asked through an open-ended question "What or who influenced you to join the FFA" (See Table  5 ). The top four responses from highest percentage to lowest were "agriculture teacher," "self," "parents," and "siblings." The category of "Other" included responses such as "friend's father," "other FFA members," and "a teacher other than my agriculture teacher."
Non-members were asked through an open-ended question "I am not in FFA because" (See Table 6 ). Almost one-half of the respondents responded that "not interested in the FFA" was the reason for not joining. The next three responses from highest percentage to lowest were "not enough time," "don't know much about it," and "money." The category of "teacher" was identified by one respondent. Other family 9 4.2 a Self-reported and converted by the researchers to categories. Non-members were asked to rate seven barriers on a scale of one to seven, with "1" being the greatest barrier, to enrolling in the FFA (See Table 7 ). One-fourth of the respondents ranked "takes too much time" as the greatest barrier to joining FFA. This response was also the greatest barrier identified when responses were ranked by mean from lowest to highest. "The purpose of FFA isn't attractive" and "FFA is not interesting" were the second and third greatest barriers.
The barrier of "my agriculture teacher" received the lowest mean rating indicating students felt i t was the least likely barrier to joining the FFA of any of the seven choices.
Members of the FFA were asked to indicate their highest level of involvement for several FFA activities (See Table 8 ). About one in three respondents identified Star Greenhand or Star Chapter FFA as their highest award. Another one in three stated they had not received any award in the FFA. A little less than one-half of the respondents identified the Greenhand degree as their highest degree. About one-half of the respondents selected Committee Member as their highest office. Another two-fifths responded that Chapter Officer was their highest office. The question "My highest level on a Career Development Event (CDE) team or judging team is ____" was asked of FFA members. Approximately two-fifths responded they never participated in a CDE. Approximately 46% had participated in a CDE above the chapter level. The question "The highest level I've participated in a Leadership event such as public speaking or demonstrations i s ___" was asked of FFA members. One-half responded they never participated in a leadership event as defined by this question. Approximately one-third had participated in a leadership event above the chapter level.
The question "The highest level I ha ve submitted a proficiency award is ____" was asked of FFA members. Almost two-thirds responded they had never submitted a proficiency award application. 
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
Members of the FFA more than nonmembers had a higher percentage that were current or former 4-H members, a higher percentage that had parents or siblings who were in agricultural education or 4-H, and a higher percentage self-reported that they lived on a farm. A higher percentage of FFA members than non-members reported that they had an SAE. This supports the findings of Connors, Moore, and Elliot (1990) that agricultural education students join the FFA because of an interest in agriculture.
This implies that FFA members are more connected to agriculture and that the core of traditional agriculture students continues to gain benefits from the FFA and its activities. It is recommended that efforts to diversify FFA membership to students outside of traditional agriculture demographics be continued. In the effort to broaden the scope of FFA programs and services; however, it is further recommended that traditional aspects of FFA not be de-emphasized to the detriment of these core traditional agriculture students.
Members of the FFA more than nonmembers believe that their agriculture classes are preparing them for the future, are challenging, interesting, exciting, and allow for open discussion. This supports the findings of Marshall, Herring, and Briers (1992) that students enroll because of characteristics of the class. Members of the FFA and non-me mbers rated the importance of high school courses mostly the same. Members of the FFA rated Health/Sex Education of less importance and Agricultural Education and History/Social Studies of higher importance than did nonmembers.
The implication from this study is that students who are FFA members see greater value in their agricultural education classes; therefore, they are more engaged in their agricultural education classes as evidenced by their participation in activities through membership in the National FFA Organization.
It is recommended that methods be identified to convince nonmembers of the value of their agricultural education classes, so they will find those classes more challenging, interesting, exciting, and of more importance as well. Without joining the debate on whether 100% FFA membership and 100% SAE participation for all agricultural education students should be a requirement for enrollment in agricultural education classes, and if so what form should it take, it is recommended that all agricultural education students be counted and treated as local FFA members and all agricultural education students receive instruction in career exploration and on career opportunities.
Both FFA members and non-members reported that reasons internal t o themselves were the greatest influencer for enrolling in agricultural education classes. This finding is new to the literature base and needs further exploration. FFA members more than non-members were influenced to enroll in agriculture class because of the agriculture teacher. Non-members were more influenced to enroll by other factors beyond their control such as guidance putting them in the class and the agriculture class being the only class that would fit their schedule. The agriculture teacher was the greatest influence on students joining the FFA. Non-members reported that their three greatest barriers to joining FFA were they were not interested, did not have enough time, and did not know much about the FFA. When asked to rank stated barriers, the three identified as the greatest barriers were FFA takes too much time, the purpose of FFA is not attractive to me, and FFA is not interesting. These last findings support the work by Gliem and Gliem (2000) .
This implies that it will be extremely difficult to persuade someone to join FFA if they are not interested.
Additionally, students may be saying, "I don't have enough time" as another way of stating they are not interested. The response of "self" as a reason for enrolling needs to be explored further as the researchers do not know whether the respondents meant no one influenced them, or even though someone might have influenced them they made the decision themselves, or something else altogether.
The implication from non-members is that they are not in agricultural education classes because of agriculture or a desire to learn about agriculture, but because of other factors (guidance, like the agriculture teacher, only class that would fit schedule, etc.). A question that needs to be asked is "How can these students become engaged in the FFA component of the agricultural education program?" It is recommended that further research be conducted to identify levels of interest or motivations for students in agricultural education classes.
It is recommended that emphasis for involvement at the local level be the force for connecting non-members to the agricultural education model. Most students will never see the National FFA Convention or travel to Washington, D. C. to attend the Washington Leadership Conference. However, local plant sales, landscaping a town's nursing home, or cleaning up a local waterway could influence many agricultural education students who are not joining FFA to reconsider the benefits of membership including career exploration and personal development opportunities.
A little less than one-third of the FFA members reported that they had not received any award in FFA and almost one-half checked that their highest office was that of committee member (which was the lowest level of participation listed for that question in the survey).
Two-fifths had never participated in a CDE, one-half had never participated in a leadership event, and twothirds had never completed a proficiency award application. One-third did not have an SAE at the time of the survey.
This implies that involvement of a greater percentage of the general membership in FFA activities could persuade agricultural education students who are not FFA members to become involved.
A recommendation is that agriculture teachers should actively involve a greater percentage of their current membership in all FFA activities, but especially those on the local level. This will spread the benefits of FFA involvement to more members and may help in recruiting agricultural education students who are not FFA members to join. In order to allow involvement of more students, three recommendations are proposed. First, the value of maximizing participation in the FFA by all agricultural education students should be taught in preservice teacher education programs. Second, inservice for current agriculture teachers should highlight the value of all agricultural education students participating in the FFA on the local level. Third, it is recommended that the National FFA Organization explore the feasibility of weighting the National Chapter Award Program to recognize FFA chapters engaging the greatest percentage of agricultural education students in FFA activities to include all levels (local, state, national).
